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Sustaining wildfi re response capacity, including institutional 
organization, skilled workforces, facilities, and equipment is critical 
to both agencies and fi re-affected communities. Market conditions 
affect whether land management agencies can fulfi ll their fi re suppression 
procurement needs, which vary considerably season to season.  As a major 
purchaser of fi re suppression services, the Forest Service is a market 
manager.  Its contracting processes, technical requirements, and dispatching 
protocols all structure the market for these goods and services, which 
in turn infl uence the business models, and competitiveness of private 
businesses that provide suppression-related goods and services. 

For more information, visit the project website 
ewp.uoregon.edu/managingthemarket
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AboutAboutAbout

This project explores the effects of Forest Service fi re suppression 
contracting on contracting markets and business capacity, including:

1. How administrative practices infl uence the contracting market 
structure.  

2. What business models suppression contractors use to develop 
and maintain their businesses and meet wildfi re suppression 
needs.
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This proiect is made possible with funding from the 
Joint Fire Science Program (JFSP) 
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As fi re complexity and resource needs 
increase, larger scale response is called

• Utilizes closest resources available fi rst
• Utilizes Dispatch Priority List (DPL) as needed

Resources typically requested through the Re-
source Ordering & Status System (ROSS)
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“Call when needed:” Private contracting for wildfi re suppression 
in an unpredictable work environment. Although U.S. Forest Service 
reliance on private wildfi re suppression contractors has increased over 
time, little is known about private contracting businesses, in particular 
how they navigate the same fundamental challenge: to maintain and grow 
their businesses that directly depend on unpredictable fi re seasons and 
agency needs. Contracting businesses must balance investments in crews 
and equipment with uncertain demand to remain viable through both 
busy and slow wildfi re seasons. 

Our research to date has found that contractors are navigating this 
unpredictable marketplace by:

• Buffering from unpredictable demand by diversifying services 
and when, where, and how equipment and crews can be used.

• Relying on agency and other cooperator relationships for 
preseason contracting and dispatch communication. 

• Increasing collaboration and communication to facilitate 
support and enhanced learning.

How administrative practices infl uence 
contracting market structure

How contractors develop and maintain 
businesses to meet suppression needs

As the Forest Service faces unprec-
edented challenges in wildfi re sup-
pression, it increasingly depends on 
private wildfi re suppression services. 
The processes and procedures em-
ployed for contracting such resources 
can be complex and strongly infl uence 
the contracting market structure. Our 
research outlines and illustrates these 
processes and procedures, and lays the 
groundwork for further investigation 
of their impacts on wildfi re suppres-
sion market structure and capacity. 
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“CALL WHEN NEEDED”: PRIVATE CONTRACTING FOR WILDFIRE 
SUPPRESSION IN AN UNPREDICTABLE WORK ENVIRONMENT
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Approach
We conducted 19 semi-structured with federal 
and state agency personnel and private contractors 
involved in wildfire suppression contracting in 
southern Oregon (Jackson, Josephine and Klamath 
counties), focusing on how businesses are operating 
in unpredictable private contracting markets.

Results
The private contracting industry began in the Pa-
cific Northwest in the 1970’s, particularly after the 
1971 Oregon Forest Practices Act required height-
ened fuel reduction and reforestation in the forests. 
Wildfire suppression often started as a secondary 
focus for businesses primarily focused on fuels re-
duction and reforestation. Since then, private busi-
nesses and agencies have worked to further develop 
the industry by developing contracting systems, 
aligning agency and business standards for fire-
fighter training and equipment specifications, and 
creating wildfire suppression-oriented businesses.
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T     he U.S. Forest Service is facing unprecedented challenges in wildfire suppression, and increasingly 
depends on resources outside the agency to maintain adequate wildfire response capacity. Reliance 
on private wildfire suppression contractors has increased over time, especially in bolstering capacity 

for direct attack resources, such as aerial resources, firefighter hand crews and other equipment. However, 
little is known about private contracting businesses, in particular how they navigate the same fundamental 
challenge: to maintain and grow their businesses that directly depend on unpredictable fire seasons and 
agency needs. This briefing paper reports findings from a case study in southern Oregon, as part of a larger 
project investigating the role of private wildfire suppression contracting on national forests.

In this case study we focused on “call when need-
ed” contracting, which means contractors are only 
called if needed for a specific wildfire incident. 
Because need is subject to the type, timing, loca-
tion, and intensity of wildfires each season, con-
tractors must risk upfront investments to ensure 
their crews and equipment meet agreement and 
contract requirements with no guarantee that they 
will be called. Suppression contracting businesses 
must balance these investments with uncertain de-
mand to remain viable through both busy and slow 
wildfire seasons. Our research found that private 
contractors are employing multipronged strategies 
to navigate this unpredictable marketplace.

Contractors buffer from unpredictable demand 
by diversifying services. The more a private busi-
ness aligns with providing wildfire support exclu-
sively, the less buffered they are from the volatility 
of wildfire seasons. To address this, contractors are 
diversifying when, where and how equipment and 
crews can be used. 

Working Paper #61: Describes 
and illustrates the federal preseason 
procurement and wildfi re response 
processes. Includes key wildfi re sup-
pression defi nitions, an overview of 
preseason procurement, description 
of federal fi re response as fi res grow 
and require additional resources, and 
summary of resource demobilization 
priority and order.    

Quick Guide: Provides tips for 
collaboratives and community 
partners and a review of contract-
ing defi nitions and descriptions for 
federal land management contract-
ing, with a section on wildfi re sup-
pression contracting.

Briefi ng Paper #63: Summarizes 
fi ndings from our southern Oregon 
case study on how private wildfi re 
suppression contractors are navi-
gating unpredictable market de-
mand for services.
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Fire ignites

Federal agency wildfi re response process once private vendors are called:

YouTube narrated video: Illustrates 
and explains federal preseason procure-
ment and wildfi re response processes and 
procedures. Covers the same content as 
Working Paper #61 in audio-visual format. 




